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Column #2 for New Media magazine 


Going Hyper 
Everything is happening, but what? We now hear that both 
Hollywood and Wall Street are excited about Multimedia, meaning 
Interactive, meaning Hyper-. All the world is jumping, as it were, 
in; but like so many hyperjumps, into the unknown. 


Everybody wants into Multimedia, just as everyone wants to make 
amovie. But what is this thing they want to get into? Everyone 
has intense views, however vague, of what "Multimedia" is or 
could be. It's like saying, "I want to get into Literature." Lotta 
choices. 


Never mind! Hurry! This is the chance! We all want to design 
NOW! And designing seems so easy-- just put in text and pictures 
and video clips, connect all this stuff with hyperlinks, and add 
music and borders, and surely the public will buy it. Effects and 
links, that's the new media, right? 


Yes and no. Effects are great. We love the pop, crackle, bang, 
fanfare, video clip and diagram. But just where put these effects 
and how? Hypermedia are not just production values and effects, 
any more than a fanfare is a movie. 


Above all there is the embarrassing problem of content-- what the 
work is about, and how presented: what to put in, what to leave 
out. But now, in principle, nothing has to be left out! You just 
make it available as a link on the side. 


If there is a side, which suggests that there the work has a main 
sequence. 
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Which brings us to the embarrassing problem of structure-- how is 
the work organized? Is there an overall plan, or just a lot of blind 
jumps to the unknown? 


The structural choices are limitless once we Go Hyper. Books are 
limited in their possible structure: they have to be in a general 
sequence. Not so the interactive media, which can be connected 
any whichway. 


Certainly all the subjects of the world will oblige. After all, 
everything in the universe connects to everything else in some 
way, right? The world of ideas and interconnectivity goes on and 
on, round and round. Everything is like everything else in some 
way, everything is different in some way. Some of these 
connections you want to know, some of these connections you 
want to show. 


But how to show those connections is not so easy. Today's popular 
one-way jumps make it easy to get lost in hyperspace. 


Much hyperstuff is already on the market, but it tends to be both 
too simple and too complex. Too simple, because there are too few 
choices; and too complex, because the content is often scrambled 
into a labyrinth of which you have no overview. You don't know 
what the choices mean, where they will take you, or what plan lies 
behind it all. This disorients the reader and wastes his or her time. 


The problem of editorial design is not a technical issue. It is an 
editorial issue, a cultural and moral issue, generalized into n 
dimensions. 


Editorial work on a book clarifies the contents and relationshps; so 
will editorial work in hypermedia. Editing a book, you clarify both 
by structural work (rearrangement) and content work (rewriting to 
focus meaning). In other words, you must rework every aspect of 
the whole; the more So in interactive media. 
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There are many fundamental editorial questions. Should the work 
build the user's orientation, or should there be surprises? This 
question pits the explanatory point of view (continual clarifying, 
continual increase of understanding understanding) against the 
game-design and novelistic points of view (surprises and reversals 
of understanding). Neither approach is right or wrong; but if 
knowledge is what you want to convey, I say clarify whenever 
possible. Don't hold back just to be arty. Let the user see the 
overall plan. 


Another fundamental question: should there be random elements? 
I say not in the document or the contents. Literature should be 
stable; you should be able to go back always to the same place. 
Orientation and clarity are too precious to randomize. 


It comes down to a serious question-- how free do you want the 
reader to be, really? Do you really want the reader to be free to 
explore, and to freely understand, even disagree with you? Or do 
you just want to be in control, and give the illusion of freedom? 
The designer does control the reader, no matter how much you 
pretend otherwise. Sure there are choices-- just like the choices at 
McDonald's. But the designer creates the framework and decides 
what the choices are. How important is that control to you? 


And finally, what about intelligence and depth? Suppose you 
opened a book on history, and the table of contents gave you a 
choice of PEOPLE, PLACES, TIMELINE and FUN. Could you 
possibly take it seriously? No, you'd think it was extremely stupid. 
Yet put this stupid table of contents on a read-only disk and people 
are taken in. Transformed by production values-- pretty colors and 
well-tweaked graphics, maybe a little music-- such a stupidly- 
organized work can win prizes in today's hypermedia world And 
this is the level of so much of the interactive stuff that's out there-- 
slick read-only disks with pretty colors and nothing to say. 
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The rules of dumbdown are simple: to make something interesting 
in an era of short attention spans, make the choices simple and 
shallow. Oh, and be sure there's no controversy, nothing to 
disagree with. This diminution of our intellectual heritage is 
supposed to replace the book? 


What we need is greater conceptual depth, not less, and I believe 
this is where the interactive media will make their greatest 
contribution. Interactive media make it possible to explain and 
visualize complexities that were previously beyond us. 


Consider history again. Consider the problem of following 
multiple threads in a complex historical narrative, such as 
diplomatic history preceding World War I. Told sequentially in 
conventional books, this is a daunting subject: there are so many 
participants, diplomats, politicians, advisors, heads of state, with a 
tight chronology of communications between them. While you are 
reading the story of what one man did on a particular day, you 
cannot remember (or haven't yet been told) what others were doing 
at that same time, or who knew what at what moment. 


But imagine having a graphical overview to be your table of 
contents, showing the different narrative threads as woven and 
crisscrossing timelines. Each line is the story of a particular 
person; click on a particular place on a line and jump into that 
individual's written story at that particular time. 


Where the lines meet is where the people meet or otherwise 
connect, and pointing at that intersection takes you to a description 
of that meeting. As you read, you can always step back to the 
overview map and see where the current passage fits in to the 
overall picture. 


This kind of presentation, linking a visual overview map with 
many threads to the actual text, 1s not practical on paper, but the 
screen makes it possible. 
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Similarly, overlays on this map could show additional details; 
alternative maps could show the disagreeing views of different 
scholars. 


What we need is unification and overview, the grasp and 
integration of details in complex explanations, whether in history, 
physics or any other subject. Either the new media will give us 
greater and deeper understanding, not just production values, or 
they become merely another mallet in the great dumbing down of 
our society. 


About the author 

Theodor Holm Nelson 
3020 Bridgeway #295, Sausalito CA 94965. 
Tel. 415/ 331-4422, fax 332-0136. 

Bio: [from INTERAX d29] 
Thirty-three years ago, Ted Nelson had a vision of a world 
of interactive computer screens, interactive media and 
electronic publishing. Since that time he's been working to 
fulfill that dream-- and his dream is very different from what 
most people in the field are seeking. He consults and gives 
software design seminars. 


